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While most research has documented that publicizing a desirable goal 
facilitates goal-consistent behavior, some research has shown that it may impede 
enactment. I propose that goal publicity backfires when individuals are oriented 
toward expressing self-concepts associated with a goal. Individuals with a focus 
on self-expression perceive goal publicity as the revelation of their positive 
attributes to other people. Publicity induces a sense of progress toward obtaining 
desirable attributes and reduces subsequent goal enactment. This proposition is 
tested in five experiments, using common goals, such as being “academically 
excellent” or “environmentally responsible,” and different methods to publicize 
those goals (e.g., revealing one’s goal to another person incidentally or signing a 
petition letter). These experiments demonstrated that individuals who focused on 
self-expression became less motivated to engage in goal-consistent behavior 
following goal publicity because publicity fulfilled their need to substantiate a 
positive self-concept. 
This thesis consists of four chapters. Chapter 1 discusses the research 
question and outlines the research framework. Chapter 2 reviews the diverging 
effects of goal publicity and develops the moderating role of expressiveness 
orientation. Chapter 3 presents the five experiments that tested the hypothesis. 
Specifically, Experiment 1 demonstrated that those who publicized an 
environmental goal behaved less environmentally friendly. Experiment 2 and 3 
showed that, when self-expression orientation was high (vs. low), goal publicity 
entailed a sense of goal progress and decreased goal-consistent behavior. 
Experiment 4 established that the backfiring effect depended on self-expression 
orientation rather than the overtness of self-concepts. Experiment 5 generalized 
the backfiring effect to a setting where individuals’ signatures for goal support 
were in public display. Finally, Chapter 4 concludes the findings in support of the 
proposition and discusses future studies that could extend this framework to 
include self-expressive acts other than goal publicity. 
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1.1 RESEARCH MOTIVATION FOR THE IMPACT OF GOAL 
PUBLICITY ON BEHAVIOR 
 
Goal publicity refers to the state where one’s goal is known to another 
person, a group of people, or the public. Publicity is often used as a strategic 
means to promote desirable behavior by organizations. For example, World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF) encourages supporters to display their commitment to 
environmental protection by wearing and displaying logoed products, such as 
watches, clothes, and cups (see Appendix A); public transportation companies 
invite commuters to wear badges that highlight the ecological benefits of taking 
public transportation (see Appendix B). Health programs encourage participants 
to take health pledges or use symbolic items, such as a bracelet engraved with a 
weight-loss target, to communicate to others that they have endorsed and adopted 
the goal (see Appendix C). PepsiCo also demonstrated this strategy when they 
invited fans to share their commitment to recycle used bottles with their friends 
on social media (see Appendix D). Goal publicity is adopted as part of these 
marketing campaigns with the objective to encourage consistent behavior, and the 
prevalence of such campaigns reflects the belief that public knowledge of one’s 
goal facilitates consistent behavior and helps one to achieve his/her own goals. 
However, does the target audience of these marketing campaigns also 
believe that goal publicity can facilitate goal achievement? In a survey, I asked 
109 participants whether they thought sharing a goal with others would facilitate, 
inhibit, or have no effect on their goal achievements. The majority (77 percent) of 
the participants believed that sharing their goals could help personal goal 
achievement. Thus, conceivably, they will embrace campaigns involving goal 





A large body of academic research also confirms that campaigns involving 
goal publicity as part of their intervention can facilitate enactment in behavior, 
such as recycling, energy saving, and weight control (Abrahamse et al. 2005; 
Burn and Oskamp 1986; Nyer and Dellande 2010). In these works, individuals 
whose goals are known by others become more motivated to take goal-consistent 
actions because of a stronger felt commitment or pressure to conform to social 
expectations. 
However, in a separate research stream, Gollwitzer et al. (2009) found that 
goal publicity could impede goal pursuit. In particular, when a person’s goal is to 
achieve an identity status (e.g., “I want to be a lawyer”), publicizing this goal 
reduces subsequent goal enactment (e.g., spending less time on studying law 
cases). According to Wicklund and Gollwitzer (1981), publicizing an identity-
status goal informs others of the identity one attempts to achieve, engendering a 
sense of “who I am” in front of the individual’s social group. This sense of self-
definition makes the individual feel as if he or she is progressing toward obtaining 
the identity status, resulting in a lower motivation to carry out goal-consistent 
behavior. 
This demonstrates that while one stream of research suggests that goal 
publicity impedes goal-consistent behavior (Gollwitzer et al. 2009; Wicklund and 
Gollwitzer 1981), another stream suggests that it does not (Abrahamse et al. 2005; 
Burn and Oskamp 1986; Nyer and Dellande 2010). The diverging findings lead to 
the research question of when and why publicity is counterproductive. Does goal 
publicity backfire only when it involves identity-status goals and not when it 
involves non-identity-status goals? Is there a factor beyond goal type that drives 
goal publicity to backfire? With these two questions in mind throughout the 
course of this research study, I searched for a parsimonious explanation for the 








1.2 RESEARCH FRAMEWORK AND CONTRIBUTION 
 
While goal publicity has been shown to have diverging effects on goal-
consistent behavior, the exact mechanism for this divergence has not yet been 
examined. One perspective suggests that the divergence may depend on goal type 
(identity-status vs. non-identity-status goals) in that the publicity of the former is 
more likely to reduce goal-consistent behavior than that of the latter (Gollwitzer et 
al. 2009). In this research, I propose that the diverging effects of goal publicity 
depend not on goal type but on whether goal publicity can make one perceive that 
he or she has expressed some desirable attributes. This proposition is built on the 
notion that the mental representation of a goal is often associated with its implied 
attributes. When an individual’s attention is directed toward such attributes at the 
time of goal publicity, he or she may believe that, by publicizing the goal, his or 
her possession of the implied attributes has also been communicated to the 
audience. Hence, goal publicity engenders a sense of self-substantiation and 
results in a backfiring effect on goal enactment. 
This study is theoretically and empirically significant. It contributes to the 
literature by offering a framework to explain the diverging effects of goal 
publicity and answering the question of when and why goal publicity backfires. 
Moreover, the current research has rich managerial implications given that 
marketers and organizations often use goal publicity as a strategic means of 
facilitating desirable actions. It is important to know when and how well this 
strategy serves its intended purpose. In the interest of social relevance, I chose 
goals related to social welfare in some of the experiments (e.g., recycle, 
consumption of sustainable seafood) and measured behavior with social 
consequence (e.g., recycling behavior, tracking participants’ memory of what 







LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS 
DEVELOPMENT 
 
2.1 PAST RESEARCH ON THE EFFECT OF GOAL 
PUBLICITY 
 
2.1.1 The Facilitative Effect of Goal Publicity 
 
A rich body of research has shown that goal publicity can facilitate goal 
attainment by motivating consistent behavior. Researchers provide several 
accounts for this finding. First, people who publicize their goals experience social 
pressures to attain the stated targets. One piece of evidence is from Nyer and 
Dellande (2010). They randomly assigned members of a weight management 
program into a public commitment condition and a control condition to test 
whether the publicity of a weight-loss goal can help to achieve the weight-loss 
target. Participants in the public commitment condition signed a consent form to 
allow their weight-loss targets and their names to be posted on a bulletin board for 
a few weeks, while those in the control condition wrote down their targets but did 
not have their targets posted. In this study, the participants in the public 
commitment condition made better progress in achieving their weight-loss targets 
than those in the control condition. Among the people who publicized their goals, 
those who were more inclined to conform to the expectations of others (e.g., high 
susceptibility to normative influence as in Bearden, Netemeyer, and Teel 1989) 
made better progress, presumably because they experienced greater pressure to 
comply with social expectations. 
Research on the commitment and consistency principle suggests that 





2009). Public commitment has been shown to increase various examples of 
consistent behavior, including recycling, bus ridership, charity giving, household 
energy saving, and responsible driving (Abrahamse et al. 2005; Burn and Oskamp 
1986; McKenzie-Mohr 2000; Taylor and Booth-Butterfield 1993). Most works in 
this stream request individuals to sign a commitment that demands certain 
behavioral management. For example, Burn and Oskamp (1986) had boy scouts 
ask participants to sign a petition letter in support of household recycling, which 
read, “Recycling is easy…simply put newspaper, aluminum and glass into 
separate bags and place at the curb on your regular trash collection day.” The 
results showed that public commitment increases household recycling rates. 
According to these studies, public commitment increases congruent behavior 
because people prefer to appear consistent with what they have said and done, 
especially when the commitment is public and freely chosen (Cialdini et al. 1999; 
Cialdini, Trost, and Newsom 1995). 
Another account supporting greater motivation for goal pursuit following 
goal publicity is that people may infer from the publicity or from their consent to 
publicize that the goal is important to them. According to the self-perception 
theory (Bem 1972), behavior sometimes precedes attitude in that people 
understand their own attitudes and preferences based on observations and 
interpretations of their overt behavior. When people publicize a goal and, 
subsequently, infer that the goal is important to them, they may work harder to 
attain the goal. Evidence consonant with this view can be found in research on 
counter-attitudinal attack, which shows that individuals who have made an 
attitudinal statement in public experience a strong ego-involvement with the 
publicized position and become more resistant to the influence of counter-
attitudinal information (Ahluwalia, Burnkrant, and Unnava 2000; Gopinath and 
Nyer 2009; Halverson and Pallak 1978). Thus, publicity induces ego-involvement, 
and those who publicize are motivated to guard against goal failure in order to 





The review of literature suggests three nonexclusive explanations for the 
facilitative effect of goal publicity on goal enactment. First, people who have 
publicized a goal may experience pressure to behave in accordance with the 
publicized goal, so they appear consistent or compliant with social expectations. 
Second, goal publicity may induce a strong ego-involvement with the goal; hence, 
people become more persistent in guarding against goal failure. Third, people 
who publicize their goals may infer from the act of publicity (or their consent to 
publicize) that the goal is important to them. Overall, the three accounts suggest 
that goal publicity directs attention to the goal and strengthens motivations to act 
consistently for fear of social disapproval, ego-threat, or inconsistent avoidance 
(or a combination of some of these feelings). Thus, goal publicity is expected to 
facilitate enactment. 
 
2.1.2 The Counterproductive Effect of Goal Publicity 
 
More recently, there has been emerging evidence showing that publicizing 
one’s goal is futile. The evidence comes from research on the virginity pledge in 
sexual abstinence movement, which promotes self-protection against sexually 
transmitted diseases and adolescent pregnancy among teenagers. Virginity 
pledges usually contain a formal statement emphasizing the moral value of sexual 
abstinence. For example, the pledge in the True Love Waits campaign in 2009 
states that, “I am making a commitment to myself, my family, and my Creator, 
that I will abstain from sexual activity of any kind before marriage. I will keep my 
body and my thoughts pure as I trust in God’s perfect plan for my life.” Despite 
the well-intended effort, recent research shows that a virginity pledge is futile, and 
it fails to delay the first sexual encounter (Rosenbaum 2009)  
In controlled experimental settings, Gollwitzer and colleagues show that 
publicizing one’s goal backfires when the goal is to achieve a specific identity 
(Gollwitzer and Kirchhof 1998; see Gollwitzer 1986 for a review). In a series of 





as a lawyer or a clinical psychologist, became less likely to engage in activities 
that would help them to obtain that identity. For example, in Gollwitzer et al. 
(2009), participants were first asked to indicate their commitment to become a 
lawyer and their intention to use every opportunity to obtain law-related 
knowledge. Half of the participants’ intentions were disclosed to the experimenter, 
and the other half remained private. Participants whose intentions were disclosed 
to the experimenter spent less effort on subsequent learning tasks, such as reading 
law cases. 
Gollwitzer, Wicklund and Hilton (1982) account for the counterproductive 
effect of goal publicity based on the notion of symbolic self-completion. 
According to the self-completion theory, social identities are associated with 
various indicators, or “symbols,” that express identity. For example, the identity 
of a musician may include indicators such as musical instrument possession and 
practice and making verbal statements that demonstrate aspiration (“I am/I want 
to be a musician”). Not all of these actions indicate the real achievement of 
becoming a musician, neither are they all functional to the achievement; 
nevertheless, these actions are symbols that help to reveal the aspired-to-be 
musician identity. Central to the symbolic self-completion theory is the notion of 
symbol substitution, which suggests that each of the symbols (e.g., goal publicity, 
acquiring a possession) can substitute for one another in indicating the aspired-to-
be identity. Therefore, when one publicizes the goal of being a musician, a sense 
of progress may be engendered. Subsequently, the motivation to engage in other, 
more practically relevant behavior may be reduced, resulting in a 
counterproductive effect of goal publicity on goal enactment. Thus, it is possible 
that publicizing the goal of being a musician makes one feel closer to the aspired-
to-be musician identity, without changing the actual progress of goal achievement 
(Gollwitzer et al. 2009; Wicklund and Gollwitzer 1981). To support the self-
completion account, Gollwitzer et al. (2009) show that individuals who were 
highly committed to attaining a specific identity felt that they were closer to the 





experimenter. Their revealed behavioral intention acts as an identity symbol and 
substitutes for subsequent actions. The counterproductive effect resulting from 
publicity was not observed among individuals who were less committed because 
the goal was presumably non-existent and its publicity did not engender any sense 
of progress. Gollwitzer et al.’s (2009) results demonstrate that publicity of a goal 
can symbolize progress to identity attainment and impede actual behavior for 
those who aim to obtain a specific identity. 
 
2.1.3 Factors that Might Drive the Diverging Effects of Goal Publicity 
 
The research reviewed in 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 shows a clear divergence 
concerning the effect of publicity on goal pursuit; however, the divergence is not 
fully understood. One cause for this divergence may be that the two steams of 
research employ distinctive experimental procedures. In the stream of research 
that documents a facilitative effect, publicity has been used as part of an 
intervention package, and the focus is on the overall effectiveness of an 
intervention package in comparison with a situation where no intervention is 
given (Cialdini 2009). Such an intervention package often consists of a collection 
of interventions, including a persuasive message that provides reasons to act on a 
goal, a request to provide their name or sign a pledge (i.e., publicity), or the 
presence of the people who have knowledge of one’s goal at the time that goal 
enactment takes places (see Appendix E). Each of these individual components 
can contribute to behavioral change independently (see Burger 1999 for a review 
of the cognitive processes associated with each component). For example, a 
persuasive message can increase elaboration on the goal and increase both goal 
attractiveness and goal salience. The act of providing one’s name in signing a 
pledge may make the person more accountable for his or her goal-inconsistent 
actions. The presence of others at the time of behavioral enactment may trigger 
greater motivation to appear consistent and to carry out goal-consistent behavior. 





counterproductive effect of goal publicity was observed (e.g., Gollwitzer et al. 
2009). Thus, the divergence may possibly be due to the collective effects of these 
interventions and goal publicity but not goal publicity alone. As the focus of this 
thesis is to examine the effect of publicity, other factors (i.e., goal elaboration and 
social pressure) will be controlled across experimental conditions. 
Other than the methodological differences, a closer examination of the 
goals involved in the existing research suggests another possible explanation for 
the divergence: the type of goals. The counterproductive effect has only been 
experimentally tested using goals to achieve occupational status (e.g., lawyer or 
psychologist) (Gollwitzer et al. 2009). In contrast, the facilitative effect has been 
largely demonstrated using goals unrelated to any specific identity status, but 
rather related to behavior management (e.g., reduce energy consumption) 
(Abrahamse et al. 2005; Burn and Oskamp 1986; McKenzie-Mohr 2000; Taylor 
and Booth-Butterfield 1993). Therefore, an intuitive explanation for the 
divergence lies in the type of goal being publicized; only the indication of one’s 
aspired-to-be identity in the publicized statement would lead to the sense of 
identity accomplishment, hence, driving a counterproductive effect. In contrast, 
publicity of non-identity-status goals is less likely to result in a counterproductive 
effect. In this thesis, I go beyond the static goal type and provide a theoretical 
framework that examines when and why goal publicity backfires. 
 
2.2 GOAL-SYSTEMS THEORY AND THE ASSOCIATION 
BETWEEN A GOAL AND THE IDEAL SELF 
 
Based on goal-systems theory, goals can be represented in an associative 
pattern (Kruglanski et al. 2002). That is, they can be cognitively associated with 
their corresponding means of attainment and with alternative goals. See Figure 1 
on the next page for an example of how motivational constructs (i.e., goals and 





2002. Activating a focal goal would also activate the means with which it is 
associated, leading people to act in compliance with the means and, hence, 
facilitating the achievement of the focal goal. For example, when the goal of 
losing weight is activated, it might activate the corresponding subordinate goals, 
such as eating less, exercising, or taking slimming pills. 
 
 
Figure 1: A Goal System Consists of Mentally Represented Networks 
Wherein Goals Are Associated with Means: An Example of a Weight-Loss 
Goal  
 
These subordinate goals can be the means to achieve the focal goal of 
losing weight; however, their adoption as a means to achieve the focal goal may 
depend on two major factors. First, which one(s) of these subordinate goals would 
be adopted depends on how strongly they are associated with the focal goal of 
weight loss. Using Figure 1 to illustrate, if an individual has formed the strongest 
association between the weight-loss goal and exercise, this person would be more 
likely to exercise than to go on a diet when the goal of losing weight is active. 
Second, which subordinate goal(s) would be adopted further also depends on 
whether they are deemed substitutable to each other. When they are substitutable 
to each other, the adoption of an activated subordinate goal will inhibit the rest of 













The successful implementation of one subordinate goal (e.g., exercising) will 
further mark progress toward achieving the focal goal (e.g., losing weight), 
hampering the motivation to put forth any additional effort to implement other 
(potentially important) subordinate goals (Fishbach and Dhar 2005). In other 
words, different means of achieving the same goal can substitute for each other 
during goal pursuit—a process that is conceptually akin to the symbolic 
substitution effect proposed by Gollwitzer et al. (2009).  
Moreover, Kruglanski et al. (2002) suggest in their framework that the 
connections between the motivational constructs in the goal systems are highly 
context dependent, just as human cognitions are subject to context framing effects. 
This means that how much a motivational construct is activated at a given point is 
highly dependent on the context in which people find themselves. Similarly, 
whether one means to achieve a goal would substitute for other means would also 
be context dependent. I discuss the implication of this characteristic of the goal-
systems theory on my framework in the next section. 
 
2.2.1 Possible Association between Self-Concepts and Goals 
 
Prior research has proposed that many goals can be eventually associated 
with the desirable self-traits (Huffman, Ratneshwar and Mick 2000). For example, 
Huffman et al. (2000) argue that the goal to achieve an ideal self-trait (i.e., a being 
goal) might be the ultimate goal in a cognitive structure of goal systems. 
Individuals are motivated to obtain attributes in support of ideal self-conceptions, 
including desirable traits, attitudes, values, and abilities. For example, being 
successful and being responsible can be the ideal self-traits that an individual 
wants to attain. These desirable self-traits can shape and give meanings to other 
goals that people want to adopt. Striving for the ideal self can guide the adoption 
of social roles, the engagement of daily activities, and the consumption of 





challenging career path that few people would be able to attain, and wanting to be 
responsible might motivate people to adopt the goal of recycling. 
Thus, it can be argued that goals at varying levels in individual goal 
systems might be directly or indirectly associated with desirable self-concepts. 
For example, using Figure 2 to illustrate, the goal of losing weight might reflect 
the desirable self-concept, such as being self-disciplined. Another example would 
be that the behavioral goal to achieve a high grade point average is often driven 











Figure 2: A Behavior Goal’s Association with a Self-Concept: An Example of 

















In this thesis, I build on the perspective that any socially desirable goals 
can be associated with one’s self-concepts (Huffman, Ratneshwar, and Mick 
2000), although they might vary in their associative strengths with the self-
concepts. For example, the identity-status goal, such as to be a lawyer, can have a 
much stronger association with the ideal self-concepts compared to goals such as 
recycling and losing weight. Nevertheless, goals such as recycling, losing weight, 
or not littering could also trigger thoughts about the respective desirable self-
attributes with which these goals are associated. 
I further argue that when a goal is mentally associated with the ideal self, 
its publicity could potentially communicate the possession of desirable attributes, 
thus, substantiating a positive self-concept. However, the likelihood that a goal 
would evoke the thought of desirable self-traits would depend on the contextual 
factors, which would influence which associative links are activated. In the next 
chapter, I will elaborate on one of the factors that will influence whether a 
behavior will be linked with self-concepts: self-expression orientation. 
 
2.3 SELF-EXPRESSION ORIENTATION 
 
Consumer behavior research has documented a situation where consumers 
involve themselves in the aforementioned abstraction process—one in which a 
concrete behavior is abstracted into personal attributes in the service of 
constructing a self-concept. This refers to when consumers choose or use 
symbolic products, such as CDs, sunglasses, and certain types of cars (e.g., sports 
cars and hybrid vehicles). Consumers are sensitive to the attributes that are 
associated with the use of these products because they communicate dispositional 
attributes about their users (Escalas and Bettman 2005; Solomon 1983). Shavitt 
(1990) further suggests that the usage and adoption of these products are strongly 
associated with self-expressive thoughts; that is, consumers who use these 
products deliberate over how their uses of these products will reveal who they are. 





concrete behavior into personal attributes in the service of constructing a positive 
self-concept. 
Self-expression is defined as an “assertion of one’s individual traits” 
(Merriam-Webster dictionary), and involves controlling and manipulating the 
images of oneself that are conveyed to others (Goffman 1959). A high self-
expression orientation is characterized by a need to assert the self and establish 
self-images in day-to-day activities (Chernev, Hamilton, and Gal 2011). In a 
social context, a highly expression-oriented individual attends to projected self-
concepts in the service of constructing self-images (Crocker and Canevello 2008). 
Self-expression orientation can be heightened by an emphasis on 
expressive benefits over non-expressive benefits when consumers make decisions. 
For example, a pen can be framed to reflect an image of success, as opposed to 
offering the functional benefit of smooth writing (Berger and Heath 2007). The 
former framing directs attention to the self-concept of being successful. 
Consumers who attend to the expressive benefits of a product associate the 
concrete goal of choosing a pen with a projection of self-image. They are more 
likely to see the product as a means of asserting the self-concept of being 
successful. In contrast, an emphasis on the non-expressive benefits, such as 
utilitarian functions, directs attention away from self-expression. Such framing 
attenuates the association of self-concepts with a current goal and reduces the 
orientation to expressing self through product adoption. 
When situational factors, such as framing, elicit a high self-expression 
orientation, individuals construct self-images from expressing self in social 
context. Revealing a behavior goal to others can create the feeling that one has 
communicated the possession of desirable attributes. Following on from the 
earlier discussion, this will induce a sense of progress toward attaining an ideal 
self and reduce the motivation for further goal enactment. However, when 
situational factors attenuate self-expression orientation, individuals do not attend 
to the projected social self; neither do they internalize it to self-images. They are 






2.4 MAIN HYPOTHESIS AND EXPERIMENT OVERVIEW 
 
To state the hypothesis formally, the effect of goal publicity on goal-
consistent behavior should depend on self-expression orientation. When self-
expression orientation is high, goal publicity communicates the possession of 
desirable attributes to social audience for goal setters and effects a sense of 
progress toward achieving the ideal self. Publicity should lower the motivation for 
enactment and result in a counterproductive effect. In contrast, when self-
expression orientation is low, publicity does not communicate or substantiate self-
concepts for goal setters. It should not lower the motivation for goal enactment, 
and the counterproductive effect is less likely to happen. 
Note that this prediction is based on the assumption that goal setters with 
high self-expression orientations make a projection that the audience sees the 
same implied attributes that they do. This is a common egocentric bias in 
communication, which suggests that people tend to rely on their own perspective 
in estimating the state of knowledge of others (Savitsky et al. 2011; see also 
Schlenker 1980 for a discussion of role of projection in impression management). 
The egocentrically biased projection suggests that self-substantiation should take 
place even if the implied attributes are not made explicit to the social audience 
(e.g., “I recycle” instead of “I recycle, and it shows that I am a socially 
responsible person”). To this extent, goal publicity could lower goal enactment, as 
long as the self-expression orientation is high, without any explicit mention of the 




























Five experiments were conducted to test the hypothesis, and they are 
reported in Chapter 3. Experiment 1 established the basic premise that goal 
publicity can result in a counterproductive effect on goal-consistent behavior with 
a non-identity-status goal (e.g., acting environmentally responsibly) when self-
expression orientation was high. Experiment 2 examined the psychological 
underpinning of the backfiring effect and showed that it was due to the self-
expressive function of goal publicity. Experiment 3 included a more specific 
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progress, which led to a lower motivation to carry out goal-consistent behavior. 
Moreover, actual behavior (i.e., time spent on reading long and complex 
information on sustainable seafood) was measured to show the counterproductive 
effect. Experiment 4 further showed that the counterproductive effect persisted 
even when it was made clear to the participants that only the goal, not the attribute, 
had been publicized. Finally, Experiment 5 replicated the findings in a setting 
where goal publicity involved public display of one’s signature. It showed that 















Before I continued on to test the proposed framework, I wanted to first 
explore an important methodological question: whether goal publicity should 
occur voluntarily in the experiments. Goal publicity can occur as a self-initiated 
behavior. However, allowing people to make publicity decisions in an 
experimental study can lead to a self-selection bias. Thus, in service of conceptual 
clarity, goal publicity is often experimentally manipulated and initiated on a non-
voluntary basis (e.g., Gollwitzer et al. 2009). However, as discussed in the 
literature review, it has been shown that self-initiated publicity can trigger ego-
involvement and motivate goal-consistent behaviors (Deci 1981; Deci and Ryan 
1985). If voluntariness in itself contributes to the motivational effects of goal 
publicity, the elimination of this voluntariness (as in the experimental 
manipulation of goal publicity) will also eliminate part of the motivational effects 
of goal publicity. I sought to determine whether the backfiring effect is 
comparable between a case where publicity is experimentally manipulated (i.e., 
where the voluntariness of goal publicity is eliminated) and another case where 
publicity is a self-initiated behavior (and hence voluntariness is not eliminated). In 
the first experiment, the voluntariness of goal publicity was varied in this 
experiment; that is, publicity was experimentally manipulated in one condition 
and voluntarily decided in another condition. Note that the voluntary publicity 
condition alone could not provide theoretical conclusions due to the concern of 
self-selection bias. Nevertheless, findings from this condition could serve as a 





publicity would have changed the participants’ goal-consistent behavior within 
our lab setting. The second objective of this experiment is to demonstrate the 
counterproductive effect of goal publicity with a non-identity-status goal when its 
associated self-concepts are salient. 
 
3.1.2 Design and Procedure 
 
This study had a 2 (publicity type: voluntary publicity vs. non-voluntary 
publicity) × 2 (publicity act: publicity vs. no publicity) between-subjects design. 
One hundred and five students participated in this experiment in exchange for 
course credits. Acting environmentally responsibly was selected as the target goal 
based on a pretest. In the pretest, student participants reported on how important 
the target goal was to them and how much it would bother them if they could not 
achieve it on a nine-point scale (where one = not at all and nine = very much). 
The pretest confirmed that acting environmentally responsibly was regarded as an 
important goal that the majority of participants were keen to pursue (M = 6.70, SD 
= 1.18, the mean was higher than the scale midpoint, t(34) = 8.52, p < .01). 
In all conditions, participants were first instructed to fill out a survey and 
were told that the survey was conducted by the university with an aim to 
understand the common goals held by students. Under this cover story, all 
participants were asked to write down how acting environmentally responsibly 
would define or express who they were to the people around them. This procedure, 
adopted from Berger and Heath (2007), served the purpose of triggering one’s 
self-expression motive by increasing the salience of the self-concepts associated 
with the goal. Examples of self-concepts people wrote down included “it shows 
that I am a caring person” and “I act conscientiously.” The participants were then 
asked to write down two activities they could perform to achieve the goal. This 
ensured that participants in all experimental conditions had deliberated over the 
actions that they could take in order to achieve the goal, therefore, keeping the 





As expected, reduce and recycle (e.g., “recycle when possible,” “cut down 
waste,” “use less plastic bags,” and “do not use plastic containers out of 
convenience”) were commonly viewed as ways to achieve the environmental goal.  
The act of publicity was manipulated just before the participants returned 
their surveys to the experimenter. In the non-voluntary publicity condition, 
publicity was manipulated by following the procedure used by Gollwitzer et al. 
(2009). The experimenter informed the participants that she would check the 
questionnaires to make sure that the instructions were followed correctly before 
she collected the surveys. Under this cover story, she skimmed through the 
questionnaires in front of each participant (hence, the goal was passively 
revealed). Afterwards, she instructed each participant to put his or her own 
questionnaire into an envelope. Under the no-publicity condition, the participants 
did this without showing the questionnaires to the experimenter. Therefore, the 
participants’ goals remained private under this condition. None of the participants 
in the non-voluntary publicity condition made the decision of whether to publicize 
their goals. 
In the voluntary publicity condition, participants chose whether to 
publicize their goals after they had elaborated on how the goal would express who 
they were. They were informed that the school planned to publish an article that 
might quote their responses. Participants chose whether to publicize what they 
have written down about the goal by checking “yes” or “no.” For those who 
wished to publicize, the experimenter read their questionnaires on the pretense of 
ensuring that they followed the instructions. Those who did not want to publicize 
simply put the questionnaire into an envelope. This publicizing procedure ensured 
that participants actively sought to publicize their goals and that their goals were 
known by the experimenter. 
At the end of the lab experiment, participants were asked to leave their e-
mail addresses with the experimenter for a short follow-up study. To avoid any 
potential demand effect, participants were only informed of the date of the follow-





contacted via e-mail to report two types of goal inconsistent behavior during the 
week: the number of times they threw away recyclable items and the number of 
times they used a one-time take-away box. The answers to these questions were 
averaged to serve as a goal-inconsistent behavior measure. The two types of 
inconsistent behavior were selected based on a pretest, which showed that they 
were commonly deemed environmentally unfriendly acts that people should avoid. 
If goal publicity elicits a sense of goal progress as per proposed mechanism, it 
should lead to disengagement from the target goal of acting environmentally 
responsibly due to the release from the previously activated goal and result in 
behavioral inconsistency (Laran and Janiszewski 2009). 
 
3.1.3 Results and Discussion 
 
An analysis of variance (ANOVA)1 was conducted, with times of goal- 
inconsistent behavior as a dependent variable and the types of publicity and the 
publicity act as independent variables. Only the main effect of publicity was 
revealed, showing that those who publicized their goal engaged in more 
environmentally unfriendly behavior than those who did not (Mpub = 3.30 vs. Mno-
pub = 2.07, F(1, 101) = 8.31, p < .01). The interaction between the publicity act 
and type was not statistically significant (F(1, 101) < 1, p > .50). Under the non-
voluntary publicity condition, those who publicized their goals engaged in more 
goal-inconsistent behavior when their goals were revealed to the experimenter 
(Mpub = 3.17 vs. Mno-pub = 2.05, F(1, 101) = 3.79, p = .05). This pattern was not 
statistically different from the pattern observed under the corresponding voluntary 
publicity condition (Mpub = 3.50 vs. Mno-pub = 2.09, F(1, 101) = 4.52, p = .04) in 
                                                            
1 The ANOVA results reported here are based on the use of type III sums of squares. However, as 
cell sizes are unbalanced in this study as a result of allowing voluntary publicity decision, I also 
conducted ANOVA using type II sums of squares (Langsrud 2003). The results of the analysis 
remained unchanged (e.g., the main effect of goal publicity (F(1, 101) = 8.21, p < .01); the 





which 16 out of 48 participants (i.e., 33 percent) chose to publicize their goals. 
The results confirmed that when people attend to the self-concepts expressed by 
goal adoption, goal publicity leads to more goal-inconsistent behavior regardless 
of whether the publicity is voluntary or involuntary. 
This experiment arrived at two important findings. First, it demonstrated a 
counterproductive effect of goal publicity for a non-identity-status goal. Second, it 
showed that voluntary publicity and experimentally imposed publicity were both 
likely to trigger the backfiring effect in the pursuit of an environmentally friendly 
goal, suggesting that the occurrence of the effect was not limited to involuntary 
goal publicity. In the interest of methodological clarity, the subsequent 
experiments continued to use manipulated goal publicity. Although the study 
provided initial evidence on the counterproductive effect, the finding was open to 
competing explanations. One such explanation is that goal publicity directs 
attention to others’ responses, which exhausts self-regulatory resources. From this 
view, the counterproductive effect could take place irrespective of the self-
expression orientation. The next study addresses the competing account by 
examining the moderating role of self-expression orientation.  
 




After replicating the counterproductive effect with a non-identity-status 
goal in Experiment 1, I sought to provide a complete picture concerning the 
contingency of goal publicity effect—whether goal publicity facilitates or inhibits 
goal-consistent behavior depending on one’s orientation to expressing self-
concepts. To this end, I adopted the manipulations from Berger and Heath (2007) 
and asked participants to elaborate on how adopting a goal would express who 
they were (i.e., high expressive) or would benefit them (i.e., low expressive). I 





happen when people had stronger self-expression orientations. The target goal 
was academic achievement in this experiment. According to a pretest, academic 
achievement was indicated by most student participants as an important goal on a 
nine-point scale (M = 7.71, SD = 1.07, the mean was higher than the scale 
midpoint, t(34) = 14.97, p < .01). 
 
3.2.2 Design and Procedure 
 
This experiment had a 2 (expressive orientation: high vs. low) × 2 (goal 
publicity: publicity vs. no publicity) between-subjects design. One hundred and 
five participants were randomly assigned to the four experimental conditions. 
Participants first completed a survey regarding the goal of being academically 
successful. Following Berger and Heath’s study (2007), under the high expressive 
condition, participants first elaborated on how being academically successful 
defined or expressed who they were to the people around them. Under the low 
expressive condition, the participants were asked to elaborate on how being 
academically successful would benefit them. Some examples from the high 
expressive condition included “people consider me as a highly intelligent person” 
and “it shows that I am very dedicated, and I can be successful in the future.” The 
examples from the low expressive condition were “I stand a better chance of 
getting a scholarship” and “my future employers would have more interest in me 
if my grades were better”. Participants also wrote down two activities that they 
could perform to achieve the goal. This was done to ensure that goal-consistent 
actions were accessible in both the high expressive and low expressive conditions. 
Publicity manipulation was administered in the same way as in the non-
voluntary condition in Experiment 1. That is, in the publicity condition, 
participants’ goals were passively revealed to the experimenter, while their goals 
were not revealed in the no-publicity condition and they inserted their surveys 
into an envelope and handed to the experimenter. As in Experiment 1, all of the 





type of goal-consistent behavior in the follow-up study: the amount of time they 
had spent studying voluntarily in the past week. The voluntary study time served 
as the key dependent variable. The participants also reported the amount of time 
they spent performing mandatory academic activities, such as attending classes, 
lab sessions, and tutorials. The time spent on these latter activities was used as a 
covariate. After the participants completed the follow-up study, they received 
debriefing notes that explained the potential influence of the experimental 
manipulation on their behavior. 
 
3.2.3 Results and Discussion 
 
The time the students voluntarily spent studying was log transformed for 
subsequent analysis because it was positively skewed (M = 8.93 hours, SD = 5.08, 
Skewness = .75, SE = .24, Kurtosis = -.40, SE = .47, W(105) = .91, p < .01). An 
ANOVA test was conducted using the transformed study time as the dependent 
variable and goal publicity (publicity vs. no publicity) and expressive orientation 
(high vs. low) as the independent variables. As mentioned, the total time spent on 
attending lectures, labs, and tutorials was included as the covariate in the analysis. 
The test yielded only a significant two-way interaction (F(1, 100) = 8.45, p < .01); 
no main effects from goal publicity (F(1, 100) < 1, p > .50), expressive 
orientation (F(1, 100) < 1, p > .50), or the covariate were observed (F(1, 100) = 
1.89, p = .18). When the self-expressive aspect of being academically successful 
was highlighted, goal publicity reduced the study time (non-transformed study 
time: Mpub = 7.44 vs. Mno-pub = 9.90, F(1, 100) = 5.46, p = .02). However, when 
other benefits were highlighted, goal publicity did not backfire and the pattern 
was reversed in terms of the trend (Mpub = 9.91, Mno-pub = 7.75, F(1, 100) = 3.22, p 
= .08). 
Experiment 2 showed that the publicity of the academic goal lowered the 
study time when the expressive orientation was higher. This counterproductive 





provided further evidence that the publicity of a non-identity-status goal can 
reduce goal-consistent behavior when the self-expression orientation is strong. 
In Experiment 2, it was assumed that the participants had indeed adopted 
(i.e., embraced) the target goal and the extent of goal adoption was constant 
across experimental conditions. However, the manipulation of self-expression 
orientation might have changed goal adoption in two possible ways. First, relating 
goals to self-concepts may increase goal adoption, such that a high (vs. low) 
expressive orientation is characterized by a high (vs. low) goal adoption. Another 
possibility is that elaboration on the self-concept as a keen learner might have 
triggered a strong conflicting feeling, especially among those who have not been 
doing well academically. The conflict may lead to a devaluation of the academic 
goal and a lower goal adoption; further, publicity intensified this effect, resulting 
in a lower goal enactment in the “high expressive orientation, publicity” condition. 
In either case, the manipulation of self-expression orientation may be confounded 
by goal adoption.  
 I addressed this issue by administering a confound check of goal 
adoption after the self-expression manipulation in Experiment 3. In addition, 
while Experiments 1 and 2 used self-reported behavioral frequencies as dependent 
variables, I measured the actual behavior in Experiment 3. Last, I presented the 
process measures in support of the notion that the publicity of a non-identity-











In this experiment, I examined the contingency effect of goal publicity 
using the goal of being environmentally responsible. I again predicted a 
backfiring effect of goal publicity on goal enactment among participants with 
stronger expressive orientations but not among those with weaker orientations. To 
assess the goal enactment, I showed participants a sustainable seafood guide and 
measured the amount of time they spent reading the guide. I also measured their 
sense of goal progress right after the publicity manipulation (but before they saw 
the seafood guide). If goal publicity indeed engenders a substantiation of self-
concept among those with strong expressive orientations, a strong sense of goal 
progress should have mediated the counterproductive effect of publicity (if any) 
on the time spent reading the sustainable seafood guide. 
 
3.3.2 Design and Procedure 
 
Experiment 3 used a 2 (expressive orientation: high vs. low) × 2 (goal 
publicity: publicity vs. no publicity) between-subjects design. Eighty-six 
undergraduate students participated in the experiment in exchange for course 
credits. The target goal was being environmentally responsible. The expressive 
orientation and goal publicity manipulations were identical to those in Experiment 
2, with the exception that the target goal was changed to being environmentally 
responsible. After the expressive orientation manipulation (and prior to the goal 
publicity manipulation), the participants indicated how much they wanted to 
achieve the goal on a seven-point scale (where one = not at all and seven = very 
much). The self-reported motivation served to check whether the expressive 





publicity. Afterwards, the goal publicity manipulation was administered in a way 
that was similar to Experiment 2, and all of the participants handed in their first 
questionnaires to the experimenter. 
A second questionnaire measuring the participants’ sense of goal progress 
toward attaining the goal was then distributed. The participants answered the 
question, “how close are you to attaining the goal of being environmentally 
responsible?” by highlighting the appropriate portion on a grey line anchored 
from zero (not close at all) to 10 (fully attain the goal) (Gollwitzer and 
Brandstatter 1997). 
After handing in the second survey, the participants proceeded to a 
computer-based study that was ostensibly unrelated to the previous study. In this 
task, the participants read about a WWF campaign. They were told that WWF had 
launched a campaign advocating the responsible consumption of seafood. The 
participants were instructed to read an article about the campaign as if they were 
reading it in the newspaper, and their primary objective was to evaluate its overall 
persuasiveness. The article was adopted from WWF’s Save the Fish campaign 
(see Appendix F), which identified endangered fish and advised against 
consumption. It emphasized that the information helps consumers to choose 
seafood for the benefit of ecological preservation (i.e., the reading of the 
information is instrumental to the practice of being environmentally friendly). It 
presented the ecological effect of seafood consumption and provided a list of fish 
that were categorized into three consumption categories according to their 
extinction levels: “recommend,” “think twice,” and “avoid.” The seafood guide 
was shown on the computer screen, and the amount of time the participants spent 
reading it was recorded and used as a proxy for the effort they expended to 
elaborate on the goal of being environmentally responsible. To gauge the 
downstream consequence of the cognitive effort expended on comprehending the 
seafood guide further, a surprise memory test was administered after the 





action for the fish listed in the guide, and the number of correct answers was used 




3.3.3.1 Confound Check 
 
As previously mentioned, participants were asked to indicate how much 
they wanted to achieve the environmental goal after the manipulation of 
expressive orientation but before proceeding to the publicity stage. The findings 
showed that participants were generally motivated to achieve the goal of being 
environmentally responsible (M = 5.52, the motivation was statistically higher 
than the scale midpoint, t(85) = 11.45, p < .001). Further, there was no statistical 
difference in self-reported motivation between the high expressive and low 
expressive conditions (Mexpress_high = 5.48, Mexpress_low = 5.57, F(1, 84) < 1, p > .50). 
The participants were highly motivated to be environmentally responsible in both 
the high expressive and the low expressive conditions before goal publicity 
manipulation. 
 
3.3.3.2 Time Spent on Reading Goal-Relevant Information 
 
The reading time was positively skewed, and it was log transformed for 
the following analysis (Skewness = 1.95, SE = .26; Kurtosis = 9.88, SE = .51, 
W(86) < .01). An ANOVA test was conducted using the transformed reading time 
as the dependent variable and the goal publicity (publicity vs. no publicity) and 
expressive orientation (high vs. low) as the independent variables. The results did 
not reveal the main effects from the goal publicity (F(1, 82) < 1, p = .41) nor from 
the expressive orientation (F(1, 82) < 1, p > .50). Only a statistically significant 
two-way interaction was observed (F(1, 82) = 6.35, p = .01). Among the 





goals spent less time reading the guide than their counterparts who did not 
publicize their goals (non-log-transformed mean: Mpub = 86.69, Mno-pub = 113.51 in 
seconds, F(1, 82) = 5.75, p = .02). However, for the participants whose expressive 
orientations were low, the amount of time they spent reading the guide did not 
differ as a function of whether they had publicized their goal (Mpub = 106.25, Mno-
pub = 93.44, F(1, 82) = 1.39, p = .24). 
 
3.3.3.3 Mediating Role of Perceived Goal Progress on Reading Time 
 
I argue that when people are attentive to the self-concepts that the 
publicized goal expresses, goal publicity would be more likely to induce a sense 
of goal progress. As predicted, goal publicity engendered a greater sense of goal 
progress toward attaining the goal in the high expressive condition (Mpub = 7.07, 
Mno-pub = 5.41, F(1, 82) = 10.54, p < .01), but it did not engender the same feeling 
in the low expressive condition (Mpub = 5.73, Mno-pub = 6.45, F(1, 82) = 1.91, p 
= .17). The two-way interaction was statistically significant (F(1, 82) = 10.62, p 
< .01). More importantly, the sense of goal progress mediated the effect of goal 
publicity on the time spent reading the seafood guide in the high expressive 
condition (see Figure 4 on the next page). Bootstrapping methods showed a 
moderated mediation (Preacher and Hayes 2004). The indirect effect of the goal 
publicity’s influence on the log-transformed reading time through the sense of 
goal progress was significant in the high expressive condition (effect estimate =  
-.13; 95% CI [-.32, -.01], n = 5000). However, the indirect effect was not 
























3.3.3.4 Number of Correct Answers 
 
Participants’ performance on the surprise memory test could be considered 
the downstream consequence of the effort spent on reading, as the results revealed 
a positive correlation between the two (r = .21, p = .05). Consistent with the 
pattern shown for the reading time, the two-way interaction of the expressive 
orientation and publicity was significant (F(1, 82) = 5.34, p = .02). When the 
participants had high expressive orientations, those who publicized their goal had 
fewer correct answers than those who did not (Mpub = 10.10 vs. Mno-pub = 11.96, 
F(1, 82) = 5.65, p = .02). However, the pattern reversed in the low expressive 
condition, although not to a statistically significant extent. The amount of correct 
answers in the memory task did not differ between those who publicized their 
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Results of Experiment 3 were consistent with the hypothesis and the 
general pattern shown in Experiment 2. It again revealed a counterproductive 
effect of goal publicity among participants with stronger expressive orientations 
but not among those with weaker orientations. When participants’ expressive 
orientations were higher, the environmental goal publicity resulted in less time 
spent on reading the sustainable seafood guide and a worse performance in 
remembering information on the seafood guide. Further, the mediation analysis 
showed that the sense of goal progress accounted for this counterproductive effect. 
When the participants’ attention was directed away from self-expression (i.e., in 
the low expressiveness condition), publicity did not result in any 
counterproductive effect, nor did it induce a sense of goal progress. 
However, the facilitative effect of goal publicity was not observed in the 
low expressive condition (only a directional effect was observed) in Experiment 3. 
Note that the theoretical framework focuses on the role of self-expression in 
explaining and predicting goal publicity’s contingency effect; hence, the 
manipulation focused exclusively on varying the participants’ self-expression 
orientation. While the counterproductive effect depends directly on the self-
expression orientation, the facilitative effect depends on a number of other factors 
that were not captured in this experimental setting (such as the motivational effect 
due to inconsistency avoidance, a need for social approval, and goal salience, as 
discussed in the literature review). For example, subsequent behavior was 
collected without direct contact between the participants and the experimenter, 
which minimized the need to gain approval from or to appear consistent in the eye 
of the social audience (i.e., the experimenter). Elaboration on goals was also kept 
constant under both the publicity and no publicity conditions. This may explain 
why a significant facilitative effect of publicity was not observed under the low 






One question remains on the content of publicity under the high 
expressive condition in the experiments conducted so far. Participants who 
publicized goals under the high expressive condition not only revealed their goals 
but also the associated attributes (i.e., the concepts participants indicated as part 
of the high expressive manipulation), as they were on the same page the 
experimenter was skimming through. The question remains that, in this condition, 
if an individual who publicizes a goal without revealing the associated attributes, 
would he/she still perceive that his/her possession of the attributes is known by 
others? This is so because he or she may make a self-biased projection and 
believe that the audience sees the same connection and makes the same inference. 
Past research has suggested that people tend to rely on their own perspectives 
when estimating someone else’s state of knowledge (Savitsky et al. 2011; 
Schlenker 1980). Therefore, such a projection is a probable result given people’s 
egocentric bias in communication. The next experiment empirically examined the 
role of such a projection in the context of goal publicity. 
The target goals in the experiments so far were identified in the pretest as 
those commonly adopted by college students. By asking the participants in the 
main experiments how much they wanted to achieve the target goals, I further 
verified that they were indeed motivated to adopt such goals. In Experiment 4, I 
went on to verify the participants’ goal adoptions before their goal publicity acts. 
However, instead of asking them to indicate how much they wanted to achieve a 
certain target goal on a seven-point scale (which allowed relatively neutral and 
indecisive responses), I asked them to provide a dichotomousresponse by 
indicating whether they intended to recycle (i.e., a yes or no answer). This 
allowed for the replication of the findings in a situation where people explicitly 










One hundred and eighteen participants were recruited for this experiment 
and assigned to one of the 2 (expressive orientation: high vs. low) × 2 (goal 
publicity: publicity vs. no publicity) conditions. As in Experiments 2 and 3, they 
first went through the expressive manipulation procedure. The target goal was 
recycling. The participants elaborated on either the self-expressive aspects of this 
behavior goal in the high expressive condition or the benefits of recycling in the 
low expressive condition. Afterwards, on a separate page, the participants 
indicated whether they wanted to recycle. If they intended to do so, they were 
required to put a tick in front of the statement “I intend to recycle, reuse, and 
reduce ecological footprints.” 
The publicity manipulation took place after the participants indicated 
whether they adopted the behavioral goal of recycling. Under the publicity 
condition, the experimenter scanned through the page where participants indicated 
their intentions to recycle. Thus, unlike the earlier experiments, one’s intention to 
recycle was the only information revealed to the experimenter. Under the no-
publicity condition, the experimenter collected the survey directly without 
scanning the page where the intention to recycle was indicated. Therefore, the 
participants’ recycling intentions remained private. 
One week later, the participants received emails that directed them to a 
website where they reported the number of recyclable items they had disposed of 
during the past week. The self-reported number was used as the key dependent 
variable. 
 






Eighty-eight out of the 118 participants answered that they intended to 
recycle. Among the 30 participants who did not intend to recycle, half (N = 15) 
were from the high expressive condition. Thus, the expressive manipulation did 
not change the participants’ likelihood of adopting the recycling goal in the first 
place. Therefore, this intention was assumed to reflect the participants’ 
predispositions to recycling. Their later responses were excluded from further 
analyses because recycling was not a personal behavioral goal of these 
participants. 
The ANOVA test revealed a two-way interaction effect between goal 
publicity and expressive orientation on the number of recyclable items that the 
participants threw away (F(1, 84) = 7.13, p = .01). Under the high expressive 
condition, the participants who publicized their recycling intentions threw away 
more recyclable items than their counterparts who did not publicize (Mpub = 4.70 
vs. Mno-pub = 3.00, F(1, 84) = 5.06, p = .03). However, under the low expressive 
condition, the pattern again reversed, although it was not statistically significant 
(Mpub = 2.72 vs. Mno-pub = 3.75, F(1, 84) = 2.24 , p = .14). 
This experiment investigated whether a backfiring effect of publicity 
would occur when the self-concepts associated with a behavior goal were not 
revealed to others together with the goal. The results confirmed that the publicity 
of a behavioral goal alone could decrease the motivation to act consistently with 
the goal as long as people focus on expressing self-concepts. This finding is 
consistent with the well-documented egocentric bias in communication literature 
and suggests that those who publicize their goal infer that others can see the 
implied personal traits as much as they do. 
In the experiments conducted so far, publicity was revealed to a specific 
person (the experimenter). However, in most social campaigns, individuals show 
their goal in front of a large audience through such means as signing a petition or 
buying and using items with campaign messages. In Experiment 5, I examined 
whether the findings were replicable in an experimental setting that resembled 










Many social or marketing campaigns encourage individuals to show their 
goal support by signing a petition. This form of goal publicity clearly differs from 
the publicity paradigm used in Experiments 1–4. Petitions expose one’s statement 
to a large audience who may not interact with the participant, nor are they 
identifiable. For example, individuals can leave their name for a pledge publicly 
without interacting with people who can see their goal support. It is not clear 
whether publicity to a larger audience with which participants have no direct 
interaction will have a similar effect to earlier experiments. Therefore, in 
Experiment 5, I manipulated goal publicity by collecting and showing 
participants’ signature on petition letters, which was a more prevalent form of 
goal publicity in marketing campaigns. 
 
3.5.2 Design and Procedure 
 
Experiment 5 used a 2 (expressive orientation: high vs. low) × 2 (goal 
support: public vs. private) between-subjects design. Eighty-four students 
participated in exchange for course credits, and the experiment was conducted in 
groups of six participants. The participants first read a petition letter from an 
animal protection organization that called for animal welfare protection as a way 
of creating a socially responsible society in which animals were treated as sentient 
beings. The petition letter described that some animals were treated inhumanely 
for commercial purposes, and some faced survival crises as human activities 
deprived them of their natural habitats and drove them to extinction. The petition 
letter comprised the title of “Universal Declaration on Animal Welfare”. A bold 





orientation. The slogan stated that “Caring for animals reflects who you are” 
under the high expressive condition, while it stated that “Caring for animals 
makes the world a better place” under the low expressive condition.  
  After reading the petition letter, the participants were invited to voice their 
support. Under the high expressive condition, they read the following statement: 
“If you care about animals, voice your support for animal welfare. Please write a 
few words to show your support on this page. Please consider how saving animals 
from suffering and extinction defines or expresses who you are.” Under the low 
expressive condition, the statement was identical except that the last sentence was 
modified to “….Please consider how saving animals from suffering and extinction 
benefits you and animals.” Some responses under the high expressive condition 
included “Animals are our companies on Earth. Saving animals is akin to 
environment conservation and defines us socially responsible and self-respecting 
individuals.” and “Caring for animal welfare shows the warmth and humanity 
from each individual. However, caring for animals can be done with superficial 
intentions for the sake of looking noble. This misses out on caring for animals as a 
whole and fails to be an expression of humanity.” The sample responses under the 
low expressive condition included “Saving animals from extinction would allow 
future generations to continue being able to observe these animals” ,and “Saving 
animals from suffering and extinction would benefit us as there will be more 
varieties around thus lead to more fun and excitement. Having them around also 
can serve educational purposes, teaching us lessons that sometimes cannot be 
learned anywhere else. Saving animals from suffering and extinction would 
benefit animals as they can enjoy living properly and experience the Earth from a 
more enjoyable light” 
The publicity manipulation took place after the expressive orientation 
manipulation. Under the private support condition, the participants could leave 
their signature on the attached petition form in support of the campaign. They 
were then instructed to put the petition form into an envelope, and their support 





experimenter provided a petition form for all participants attending the same 
experimental session (six participants in each session). The petition form 
circulated to everyone in the same lab session, and each participant decided 
whether to sign in support of the campaign. The goal support was thus known by 
other people under the public support condition.  
After the publicity manipulation, the participants read a call for volunteers 
from two activities organized by not-for-profit organizations. One activity was 
related to animal welfare, which was to help WWF to educate high school 
students on the importance of saving endangered tigers. The other activity was 
unrelated to animal welfare, which was to tutor children from less advantaged 
family in the community. The participants indicated their willingness to volunteer 
for these two activities on a scale from zero to 100, one after the other in a 
counter-balanced order. I expect the willingnesses to volunteer for both activities 
to be affected by goal publicity. The reason is that animal welfare protection was 
framed as a way of building a socially responsible society in the petition letter. 
Activities that help to achieve a socially responsible society should be perceived 
relevant to the target goal. Hence, public support for animal welfare should 
adversely affect both the intention to volunteer for animal-related and animal-




In total, 95 percent of the participants signed on to support the campaign 
to protect animal welfare. Only one out of 40 participants under the private 
support condition and three out of 44 under the public support condition did not 
sign. Hence, the support rate did not differ between the conditions (97.5 percent 
for private support vs. 93.1 percent for public support, F(1, 82) < 1, p = .36). I 
excluded the four participants from further analysis so that all participants who 
remained in the analysis supported the cause voluntarily. First, the multivariate 





repeated measure did not reveal a significant three-way interaction (F(1, 76) < 1, 
p > .50). This suggests that the two-way interaction of goal support and 
expressive orientation did not vary for the two programs (see Table 1). Therefore, 
the two willingness measures were averaged to serve as the dependent variable in 
this study. 
 
Table 1: Willingness to Volunteer in Experiment 5 




WWF education program 
Public support 18.74 35.73 
Private support 30.79 20.50 
Volunteer tutor program 
Public support 26.26 48.73 
Private support 38.89 33.30 
Overall willingness to volunteer 
Public support 22.50 42.23 
Private support 34.84 26.90 
 
 
An ANOVA test revealed a significant two-way interaction between the 
expressive orientation and goal publicity manipulations (F(1, 76) = 10.35, p 
< .01). For those participants who reflected on how supporting a pro-social 
campaign expressed who they were, displaying their signatures in public made 
them less willing to volunteer for subsequent pro-social activities (Mpub = 22.50 vs. 
Mnot-pub = 34.84, F(1, 76) = 3.93, p = .05). In contrast, for those who had 
considered the benefits of pro-social behavior, displaying their signatures in 
public made them more willing to volunteer (Mpub = 42.23 vs. Mnot-pub = 26.90, F(1, 




Experiment 5 showed that publicizing one’s intention to engage in one 





other pro-social behavior when one believes that goal publicity expresses the self. 
However, goal publicity can increase pro-social intentions when the attention is 
directed away from self-expression. This experiment followed a procedure similar 
to real social campaigns trying to promote desirable behavior. Thus, it called for 
the attention of the possible backfiring effect in this type of promotional strategy. 
Further, unlike prior research on the effect of signing one’s name (Kettle and 
Haubl 2011), this study showed that it does not always facilitate consistent 
behavior. One’s signature can serve the function of communicating one’s self-
concepts. The communicative nature of a signature may decrease consistent 










All five experiments show that goal publicity leads to greater behavioral 
inconsistency when people have strong self-expression orientations. This finding 
has been replicated using different goals (i.e., academic excellence and 
environmental responsibility) and different ways of publicizing (i.e., revealing a 
goal commitment to others or signing a petition letter). Experiment 1 
demonstrated that publicizing an environmental goal led to more goal-inconsistent 
behavior. The counterproductive effect remained prominent regardless of whether 
the goal was publicized voluntarily. Experiment 2 showed that publicizing an 
academic goal only led to a decrease in study hours among highly expressive 
individuals and not among those with relatively low expressive orientations. 
Experiment 3 replicated this finding with the target goal of being environmentally 
friendly. In the experiment, goal publicity induced a sense of goal progress and in 
turn decreased consistent behavior among individuals with high self-expression 
orientations. In Experiment 4, highly expressive individuals engaged in more non-
recycling behavior after they publicized the goal to recycle and, as such, the goal 
publicity did not involve publicizing the associated self-concepts to others. 
Finally, Experiment 5 showed that goal publicity in front of a group could weaken 
the intention to take action when supporters focus on the self-expressive aspects 
of the action rather than on the benefits. Results from the five experiments are 
summarized in Table 2 (see next page). Taken together, these experiments 
establish that self-expression orientation moderates the effect of goal publicity 
and that the counterproductive effect occurs regardless of whether goal publicity 
occurs incidentally or intentionally, whether it is accompanied by overt self-






Table 2: Summary of Results (Experiments 1–5)—Dependent Measures 









Experiment 1:  
acting environmentally responsibly (n = 105) 
(Goal-inconsistent behavior)  
  Average times of (a) throwing away recyclable items and (b) using a one-time take away box 
publicity: voluntary 3.50 (3.16) 2.09 (2.01) - - 
publicity: non-voluntary 3.17 (2.33) 2.05 (1.44) - - 
Experiment 2:  
being academically successful (n = 105) 
  Study time (hours) 7.44 (4.76) 9.90 (5.01) 9.91 (5.16) 7.75 (5.12) 
Experiment 3:  
being environmentally responsible (n = 86) 
Reading time (seconds) 86.69 (25.79) 113.51 (50.50) 106.25 (30.17) 93.44 (26.41)
Task performance 10.10 (3.05) 11.96 (2.71) 12.23 (2.40) 11.50 (2.14) 
Sense of goal progress 7.07 (1.28) 5.41 (1.88) 5.73 (1.67) 6.45 (1.86) 
Experiment 4:  
recycling (n = 88) 
(Goal-inconsistent behavior)  
Number of thrown-away 
recyclable items 4.70 (3.28) 3.00 (2.24) 2.72 (1.69) 3.75 (2.22) 
Experiment 5:  
supporting pro-social activities (n = 80) 
Willingness to volunteer 22.50 (20.62) 34.84 (20.29) 42.23 (17.54) 26.90 (18.48)
 
 
Although the counterproductive effect of goal publicity emerged under the 
high expressive orientation condition, the facilitative effect of goal publicity was 
not always statistically reliable in the low expressive condition across studies (the 
pattern was directionally consistent with the effect). There are several possible 
explanations for this. First, a number of factors that contribute to the facilitative 
effect have been controlled in the experimental setting. For example, after goal 
publicity, there was no interaction between the experimenter and participants, the 





the facilitative effect might be driven by both the act of publicity and the higher 
level of goal elaboration accompanying the publicity act. For example, Burn and 
Oskamp (1986) compared a condition where participants signed a petition in front 
of an experimenter with a baseline condition where participants neither signed nor 
read anything (see also Taylor and Booth-Butterfield 1993). The facilitative effect 
might be explained by the increased level of goal elaboration when reading the 
petition letter, rather than goal publicity alone. However, in this current study, 
participants elaborated on the target goal regardless of whether they publicized 
the goal later or not. Goal elaboration in itself, independent of the act of goal 
publicity, might have increased the baseline motivation to engage in goal-
consistent behavior. Hence, the act of publicity alone may not bring about a 
strong facilitative effect that reaches statistical significance. 
It is important to distinguish the counterproductive effect due to goal 
publicity from the well-documented licensing effect (Khan and Dhar 2006). 
Research on the licensing effect has shown that a prior choice can activate and 
satisfy positive self-concepts and provide a license for a more self-indulgent 
option. However, the salience of self-concepts was kept consistent in the publicity 
versus no-publicity conditions within each expressive condition across the five 
experiments. Goal enactment changes as a function of the goal publicity under the 
high expressive condition. Therefore, the licensing effect does not explain the 
counterproductive effect brought about by goal publicity. The two processes 
could be orthogonal to each other. While the licensing effect occurs regardless of 
whether others know about one’s behavior, this study clearly demonstrates that 




This study has both theoretical contribution and managerial implication. 
Firstly and most importantly, it offers a theoretical framework that helps to 





concrete behavioral goals is also likely to backfire when the situation heightens 
the self-expression orientation, and there is minimum social pressure for later 
enactment. Managerially, the results call for caution when organizations try to use 
goal publicity to promote desirable behavior. This study suggests that goal 
publicity may act as a social signal that projects the possession of socially 
desirable characters, and that it may lower the motivation for enactment when 
people do not feel evaluated with respect to what they publicize. A thoughtful 
campaign design is thus required to avoid triggering the counterproductive effect. 
For example, an emphasis on the non-expressive incentives associated with goal 
publicity act (e.g., publicizing a goal to be green and enjoy free bus ridership) or 
highlighting the non-expressive benefits of consistent behavior (e.g., taking bus to 
save money and reduce ecological footprints) could both attenuate self-expression 
thoughts that sabotage motivations for goal-consistent behavior.  
Secondly, the research broadens the understanding of how self-concept 
salience affects subsequent behavior by incorporating the need for self-expression. 
Past research has shown that the activation of a particular aspect of the self makes 
it more likely that one’s subsequent responses are congruent with that aspect, and 
the prime-to-behavior is well established for a social identity (e.g., gender) and 
self-concepts (e.g., extravert) (Kettle and Haubl 2011). For example, acting like 
an extravert in front of other people attunes to one’s extravert self and leads to 
more extraverted behavior subsequently (Tice 1992). Priming the African 
American identity aligns cognitive performance to that of the stereotyped black 
people (Steele and Aroson 1995). This manipulation of the self-expressive 
orientation in this research increases the salience of self-concepts, but the 
satisfaction of the need for self-expression from publicizing a goal disengages 
consistent behavior. A similar disengagement resulting from satisfying self-
expression need is reported in Chernev et al. (2011), which shows that listing past 
engagements in identity-relevant activities reduces identity-relevant consumption. 
This study builds on their findings and further establishes that goal publicity 





Thirdly, the study focuses on socially desirable goals. It is likely that 
achieving socially desirable goals is a potential means to acquire social capital, 
and so if one accrues social capital by publicizing one’s goal, there is a reduced 
need to accrue social capital in other dimensions. For instance, if a person gains 
friends as a result of publicizing the goal of animal protection which symbolizes 
that he is a caring person, his need to further accrue social capital from altruistic 
deeds is reduced. Therefore, the counterproductive effect may serve as a way for 
individuals to conserve “resource” (effort required to carry out controlled 
behaviors) while reaching the same level of social capital. This study contributes 
in suggesting that goal publicity may be a resource-conservation strategy when an 
organism aims to accumulate social capital. 
  
4.3 LIMITATION  
 
This dissertation has several limitations. First, it is limited in terms of 
differentiating the benefits that one may accrue from goal publicity. Publicizing a 
goal may give rise to benefits other than asserting self-concepts, such as getting 
information from like-minded people or getting accepted by a group that values 
the same goal. The study focuses on the individual’s needs to establish a positive 
self-image, and it has yet to account for other types of benefits that publicizers 
may intend to gain. A full picture of the effect of goal publicity will emerge with 
a thorough consideration of all possible benefits.   
Another limitation is that this study treats behavioral goals as a 
homogenous category without recognizing possible differences among them. 
Some behavior is more observable than others, and goal progress is evaluable to 
onlookers (e.g., losing weight). For highly observable and evaluable behavior, 
accountability concern will stay active and inhibit goal disengagement. 
Conceivably, the counterproductive effect is less likely to occur when the 





effect occurs when behavioral goals are publicized, but behavioral goals may still 
differ and the difference constitutes the boundary condition of the 
counterproductive effect.  
 
4.4 FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
This study also offers some possible directions for future research. First, 
although it only examines goal publicity as a means of communicating a desirable 
self-image, the framework can cover similar behavior that serves the same 
communicative purpose. For example, carrying an environmentally friendly bag 
or wearing a WWF-logoed t-shirt can communicate a person’s socially 
responsible trait. Future research could examine the extent to which such behavior 
leads to the same backfiring effect observed in the present study. The backfiring 
effect in these consumption domains, conceivably, depends not only on the 
expressiveness orientation (as shown in the experiments) but also on other factors, 
such as the visibility and actual usage frequency of such products. Future research 
should also test the role of situational factors in triggering an expressiveness 
orientation. This study experimentally induced such an orientation by instructing 
participants to elaborate on how the adoption of a certain goal informed others of 
the kind of people they were. In real life situations, situational factors may exert a 
similar effect on inducing an expressiveness orientation. For example, recent 
research has shown that social media is a platform people commonly use to 
express the self (Bargh and McKenna 2004). Thus, it is conceivable that the 
counterproductive effect of goal publicity is particularly apparent when the 
publicity is carried out on a social media platform. If people who are active in 
social media tend to have a strong chronic expressive orientation, then this group 
of people may similarly be more susceptible to the counterproductive effect of 
publicity. Future research could address these issues by linking situational and 





Further, individuals can have different self-concepts activated at goal 
publicity. For example, some may associate the goal of becoming a good 
professor with the self-concept of being ambitious, while others may associate it 
with being accountable. Some self-concepts may be substantiated only when 
consistent actions take place, and goal publicity may merely serve as a reminder 
that one has not made enough progress toward the goal. The traits of being 
accountable, reliable, or consistent may be such self-concepts because their 
substantiation may require one to act on the publicized goal. Thus, whether goal 
publicity backfires may depend on the specific self-concepts associated with a 
goal at the moment of publicity. Future research should specify whether the 
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Appendix A: WWF encourages the purchase of logoed items to demonstrate 




Appendix B: A public transportation company urges users to show support for 
“going green” by means such as wearing a badge with the “going green” logo. 
Such a campaign aims to encourage the ridership of public transportation by 









Appendix C: Weight-loss participants are encouraged to wear the “Just 10 
bracelet” so “when people ask why you wear it, you can tell them the importance 
of losing just 10 pounds has on your health.” The bracelet is provided at a popular 




Appendix D: PepsiCo launched an application that enabled users to share a 
virtual can and their commitments to recycle with their friends on Facebook. This 







Appendix E: A comparison of the experimental procedures used in the research showing a counterproductive effect (the first study in 
the table) and a facilitative effect (the remaining studies). The differences are denoted as ‘(a)’when a persuasive message was present 
at the time that publicity took place, ‘(b)’ when participants provided their name or signed a pledge at the time that publicity took 
place, and ‘(c)’ when someone who had knowledge of one’s goal was present at the time of behavioral enactment/measurement. 
Study Goal Publicity manipulation Behavior measurement Result 
Gollwitzer 
et al.  
(2009) 
Becoming a 
lawyer or a 
psychologist 
Goal commitment was read by 
an experimenter, but it remained 
anonymous. 
Self-reported time spent on goal pursuit (Exp 1) 
A goal-related activity observable to the same 
experimenter (Exp 2) (c) 
A goal-related activity observable to a different 
experimenter (Exp 3) 
Less time spent on related 
activities in comparison with a 
condition where the goal was 






Participants signed a pledge 
presented by an experimenter 
after they read a persuasive 
message on safe driving. (a)(b) 
Drunken participants were approached for taxi 
calling by the same experimenter who presented 
the pledge. (c) 
Participants were more likely 
to call a taxi in comparison 







Participants signed a pledge 
presented by three scouts after 
they read a persuasive message 
on recycling. (a)(b) 
Household recycling was observed by an 
independent agent. 
 
Participants were more likely 
to recycle in comparison with 







Participants signed a pledge 
presented by an experimenter 
after they read a persuasive 
message on helping the 
homeless. (a)(b) 
Participants were called to ask about their 
willingness to volunteer for the related cause. (c) 
Participants volunteered more  







Participants post their name and 
weight-loss targets on a bulletin 
board in a weight management 
center. (b) 
Weight measured in the weight management 
center (c) 
Participants achieved more in 






Appendix F: The experimental material in Experiment 2 was adopted from the 
campaign, “Save the Fish” by WWF Singapore. The foldable brochure contained 
actionable recommendation on seafood consumption for ecological sustainability. 
 
 
 
 
